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This article will cover my selection of camera support devices that I use when I choose not to use my full-sized 
tripods. I will look at a couple of commercially available beanbags, a homemade set of "travel" beanbags, a simple, 
inexpensive but superior table top tripod, an excellent car window mount, and an auxiliary L-bracket that allows 
vertical shooting with a small camera plus a small set of high-quality tripod legs. 


Most photographers hate to carry a tripod and handhold shots that would almost always be better if they had some 
sort of camera support. Sometimes the use of a full-sized tripod is not possible, but providing some degree of 
support to my camera is always on my mind. For a look at my choice in full-sized tripods see my Tripod Tips article. 


Beanbags are the easiest to use of these camera support devices. I have four configurations in my collection. One 
or more of these are generally along on any trip that may allow shooting from my vehicle. A beanbag on the roof or 
hood of a car (with the car turned off of course), makes for a very quick and stable platform. National Park shooting 
or off-the-road scenics etc lend themselves to use of a beanbag. Rock walls, fence posts, boulders or even the 
ground also provide opportunities for use of a beanbag. 


My favorite beanbag, The Hugger, was once sold by Kirk Enterprises, but I no longer see it listed there, nor could I 
find any reference to it from any other source....sad. It has a unique double-pouch sort of shape that really lends 
itself to cradling the camera body and lens. This one is filled with solid poly beads and is fairly heavy. It is nearly 
instant to use and the unique shape generally provides just the right sort of support and height for just about all my 
camera/lens combinations. 



Kirk Enterprises "Hugger" Beanbag Unique double bag design makes superior cradle 
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Kirk Enterprises "Hugger" Beanbag In action with large SLR and 80-200 f2.8 zoom lens 


Another commercial beanbag I have is the SafariSack made by Kinesis and is still available from LL Rue. Mine is 
filled with buckwheat hulls which are nearly perfect as they are just heavy enough (not as heavy as the poly beads) 
and conform rapidly to the camera. This sack has nylon straps that compress the bag into a pyramid shape which 
makes for rapid use. 



Kinesis Safari Sack Side straps tightned to make pyramid bag 
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Kinesis Safari Sack Large SLR and 80-200 f2.8 zoom lens 


When I went to Kenya about a decade ago I knew I would be traveling in an open-topped vehicle through some of 
their game parks. I had my Mother sew me three empty sacks out of sturdy material with a full-width zipper. Once I 
arrived in Nairobi I went to an open-air market and purchased about 3 kilos of red beans which filled these sacks. 
These flat real beanbags were perfect for shooting off the top of the vehicle. The day we left I poured the beans back 
into a sack and gave them to our driver to eat. These "travel" bags can be used with beans, rice or any suitable grain 
that is not too dusty. I do not recommend sand as it is too likely to leak into the camera mechanisms. These save a 
huge amount of bulk and weight over the commercial bags. The commercial bags can be emptied and used with 
locally obtained grains also but I tend to just take these homemade bags. 
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Homemade cloth zippered beanbags Real beanbags...can be filled with all sorts of local grains 

I generally take my buckwheat hull pillow on road trips as I generally find hotel pillows to be way overstuffed. This 
much larger "beanbag" is also a super camera support. It can be draped over my door or tossed on the roof for quick 
shots. It also serves as a comfortable arm rest as I drive, and of course, a familiar and comfortable pillow at night. 







' * * 

Buckwheat hull pillow Large SLR with 200-400 f5.6 zoom lens (LED illumination of hood for effect) 


A beanbag will sometimes interfere with twisting zoom rings and focus rings but overall they are excellent and 
inexpensive support options that I rarely see people using. 


Table-top tripod. My favorite table-top tripod consists of a small set of Bogen legs with Bogen tiny ball-head. I read 
about this little combo in the Really Right Stuff catalog many years ago. They no longer seem to talk about this little 
miracle set on their site, but it is an excellent platform to carry when you do absolutely not want to carry a full-sized 
tripod or elect to carry only your pocket camera. This little set is also very useful when you are touring a museum or 
other facility that does not allow a tripod. The legs attached to your camera can be pressed up against a wall, glass 
or even your chest to provide additional handheld support. This tripod consists of Bogen 3007 legs and a Bogen 
3009 ballhead. It is not nearly as stable as a real tripod but for small point-and-shoots it is perfect. Whenever I elect 
to carry my shirt-pocket digital camera this set of legs slips in my pocket or bag. I highly recommend this inexpensive 
set for anyone who has experienced the frustration of trying to prop up a camera on a table or the ground with 
napkins, matchbooks, stones, whatever. 
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Bogen table top with large SLR This little tabletop tripod is no slouch. It can handle larger camera bodies with 
short wide angle lenses just fine. 

Accessory L-Bracket for Table-Top Tripod Really Right Stuff used to list this simple L-bracket (model BTT) which 
is perfect for adding to my small Point-and-Shoot for vertical shots. Unfortunately they no longer list this piece but a 


Copyright © Outdoors-Magazine.com 


Page 6/11 






Photo Tip #2, Support Options 


similar Universal L-Bracket might work. 



Bogen table top with RRS BTT bracket BTT bracket for verticals with small pocket digital 


Groofwin Window Pod. This window and low mount roof pod is a relatively specialized device but a very handy 
and useful one. LL Rue markets this device and Kirk also has a similar window mount (but Kirk's does not look like it 
would serve as well as a roof mount). This aluminum mount takes a standard ball head (that I take off one of my 
tripods) and securely hooks over a slightly upraised window for car blind shooting and quickly goes flat for use as a 
very stable roof or ground mount. I really like this support for National Park shooting or for low-to-the-ground closeup 
shots. 



LL Rue Groofwin Pod Ground support of a large SLR with 200-400 f5.6 zoom lens. 
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LL Rue Groofwin Pod on car External view. 


Gitzo 226 legs without center column. In an article by Galen Rowell that appeared in an old issue of Outdoor 
Photographer, he recommended a micro Gitzo tripod, the 011. This one was really too tiny for me, but I did partially 
follow his advice for my smallest tripod and purchased the Gitzo 226. Again foilwing Rowell's advice, I removed and 
discarded the center column, and replaced it with a stainless steel 3/8" bolt and a few washers. This allows the 
tripod to essentially go directly on the ground, and its compact size is very easily carried or packed. This is defiantly 
not an eyelevel tripod and all care needs to be taken to ensure its stability in use. I have a plastic eyeclip tied to the 
center platform to allow me to use a weight to hold this tripod down (see Tripod Tips article for more about this). This 
aluminum tripod was my backpacking tripod of choice until I bought my first carbon fiber tripod. It is still an excellent 
auxiliary tripod, even though my carbon fiber ones have nearly supplanted it for all uses. 
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Supporting a 200mm Micro lens and 


Gitzo 226 legs with Area Swiss ballhead Head nearly outweighs the legs, 
large SLR. 


Gitzo 226 legs with Area Swiss ballhead Note how the 226 is nearly the same size as my SLR with 200mm Micro 
lens. 


Improvised supports. A rolled up tee-shirt, down vest, rolled socks, stuff sack filled with cereal, and a host of other 
things can be used to provide some support to your camera. Carrying a real beanbag or table-top tripod generally 
eases your shooting, but thinking ahead about camera stability in low light levels and or long shutter speed 
requirements and improvising some degree of camera support will increase your odds of getting the shot when 
interesting opportunities present themselves. 


Resources 
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Really Right Stuff (RRS) has a great website dedicated to tripod ease-of-use products. All my lenses and camera 
bodies are fitted with RRS quick release plates, both my tripods use Arca-Swiss quick release clamps. RRS offers a 
huge array of specialized products like flash arms, focusing rails and their own ball heads. I highly recommend this 
firm for their quality products and service. 


Do not miss RRS's Stuff Tips and other discussions about tripods and monopods. I also have their recommendation 
for a monopod head but elected to not cover that in this article as I find I almost never carry a monopod. I 
recommend this site even if you never consider using a tripod or quick release products. 


Their MC-L multipurpose L-plate is about the closest thing I can find to use in place of my much simpler L-bracket. 


Kirk Enterprises and RRS have much the same focus. Kirk has a slightly broader array of items. I have not used any 
of their hardware, but my one beanbag was once sold by them. Kirk has an interesting strap pod that might be a 
handy device. A nylon "leash" with either a camera screw or quick release clamp that you step on to make sort of a 
soft monopod. 

LL Rue carries a nice selection of photo gear including the excellent Groofwin pod and Kinesis beanbag. They also 
carry a line of photo blinds and other products for the nature photographer. The beanbags can be had empty, with 
buckwheat hulls or poly beads. LL Rue also has written several books that are worth reading. 


Kinesis, in a very refreshing and interesting way lists their competitors for many of their items. This page is a good 
resource to many of the top manufactures of excellent camera gear. 


Boqen Table Top tripod 709 Kit from B&H Photo (which I think is comparable to my 3009 and 3007 set). I purchase 
most of my camera gear from B&H Photo. They have excellent service. 


Post-scriptum: 
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